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ABSTRACT:   This paper investigates the design and performance of inflatable boats where the structural 
stiffness is supplied by the inflatable tubes and jointed composite sandwich panels which allow large 
deformations in the hull form. Anecdotal evidence has shown that this flexibility or hydroelasticity of an 
inflatable boat (IB) improves its performance, especially in waves. It is hoped that this hydroelasticity can be 
optimised to improve aspects of the performance, including reductions to the boat motion therefore 
minimising the human exposure to vibrations and added resistance in waves. 
   This paper discusses each area of hydroelasticity found in an inflatable boat, it defines each problem, shows 
the current literature and possible methods of investigation. The areas of hydroelasticity include; global 
hydroelasticity, hydroelastic planing surfaces and hydroelastic slamming. This paper also discusses the wave 
and spray generation of a vessel with sponsons and relates it to the effect on boat motion and resistance. 
Finally this paper discusses the air and water borne noise produced by these types of vessels. 
 
 
1   INTRODUCTION 
This project is supported and partially funded by 
the Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI). 
The RNLI is a charity that aims to “save lives at 
sea” all around the coasts of the UK and Ireland. 
They design, build, maintain and operate a range 
of vessels for almost any situation and they own 
the largest fleet of inflatable boats (IBs) and rigid 
inflatable boats (RIBs) in the UK. This paper will 
focus on the vessels used in littoral waters, 
primarily the D class inshore inflatable lifeboat 
known as the Inshore Boat 1 (IB1).  
   Compared with larger boats and ships, there is 
relatively little scientific understanding about the 
performance of RIBs and considerably less 
understanding of the performance of IBs. Their 
design is usually based on the experience of the 
designer or trial and error. Experiments into the 
performance of RIBs include; Haiping et al. 
(2005); Townsend et al. (2008a); Townsend et al. 
(2008b) and for IBs includes; Dand et al. (2008); 
Austen and Fogarty (2004). A computational 
model of a RIB has been constructed by Lewis et 
al. (2006).  
      High speed marine vehicles, such as the IB1, 
experience non-linear boat motion which results in 
high and low frequency vibrations with large 
accelerations. In 2002 a European Directive 
(2002/44/EC) was proposed on the minimum 
health and safety requirements regarding the 
exposure of workers to physical vibrations. The 
exposure action value for whole-body vibration is 
0.5 ms
-2 r.m.s (or 9.1 ms
-1.75 VDV) and the 
exposure limit value is 1.15 ms-
2 r.m.s (or 21 ms
-
1.75 VDV). Boat motions and vibrations have been 
well reviewed with relation to high speed craft by 
Townsend (2010). Vibrations can not only cause 
long term injuries to the crew but it can reduce the 
crew's ability to perform tasks (during and after 
transit). Possible strategies to reduce the human 
exposure to boat motion have included; suspension 
seats, suspended decks, active and passive fins, 
trim tabs, interceptors, gyrostabilisers, flexible 
hulls and elastomer coated hulls. Townsend et al. 
(2008b) showed that the RNLI RIBs exceed the 
exposure limit value (1/3 average significant wave 
height = 0.4m and average wave period = 10.6s) 
and Dand (2004) showed that the rigid scale model 
of the IB1 in regular waves, with a full scale wave 
height of 0.55m, could be exposed to accelerations 
of up to 4g in the crew's position. The RNLI are 
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as a  
whole and studying the longitudinal bending and 
torsional twisting vibrations that exist. It has been 
observed that as the IB1 passes over an oblique 
wave that the deck bends and twists which 
provides a smoother ride.  This could be regarded 
as the conventional hydroelastic response and 
theories such as the ones described in Bishop and 
Price (1979). The flexibility of the boat will affect 
the wave induced dynamic response of the vessel 
which in turn affects the boat motion.  
   An  inflatable  boat  has  many  inter-connected 
parameters that will affect the global vibrations 
which include; deck properties (material properties 
and thickness), deck joints (number, position and 
stiffness), sponson and keel properties (material 
properties and internal pressures), fabric hull 
properties (material properties and pre-tensioned 
stresses), mass (LCG and inertia) and construction 
technique. A static deflection experiment was 
performed by the authors and it was found that the 
dominant parameters to the deflection of the boat 
are the number, position and stiffness of the deck 
joints. 
 
4.2   Literature Review 
There are numerical models capable of predicting 
the vertical motions and wave loads on a high 
speed craft, such as Chiu and Fujino (1988) and 
Santos et al. (2009), but, to our knowledge, no 
numerical model has yet been validated for a 
hydroelastic planing vessel. Plus the structural 
properties of inflatable fabric tubes have not been 
included. Santos et al. (2009) modelled a fast 
patrol boat which had a planing hull form but it is 
noted that the approach used was not suitable for 
planing vessels. They found large differences 
between the full scale measurements and the 
numerical model results. 
      Early work in the deformation of inflatable 
cylindrical beams started with Comer and Levy 
(1963) by comparing them to an Euler-Bernoulli 
beam. The most recent and relevant work was 
performed by Wielgosz et al. (2008) by using 
Timoshenko beam theory to account for the shear 
deformation. A finite element model was made 
using a stiffness matrix to include internal 
pressure. Veldman et al. (2005) highlighted the 
importance of using the correct modelling theory; 
membrane or thin-shell theory. They found better 
correlation using thin-shell theory even though the 
fabric was 60nm thick. It has not been established 




4.3   Methods of Investigation  
4.3.1   Experimental Methods 
The conventional model scale experimental 
approach to this problem involves using 
segmented models. However, this is not applicable 
to the IB1 because the structure is unconventional 
and the deck joints allow specific flexibility.  
      If this problem is studied using scale models 
then certain scaling laws need considering. The 
first is the scaling of internal pressure because 
atmospheric pressure is the same at full and model 
scale. Scaling can be achieved using a 
combination of bellows and springs which was 
suggested by Stevens (1981). Scaling fabric 
material properties will involve altering the 
Poisson's ratio and the Young's modulus.  
      Full scale experiments on the IB1 could be 
performed. The main disadvantage is the 
uncontrollable environment. It may be possible to 
construct an IB with different deck properties and 
deck joints to study the effect of hydroelasticity on 
the boat motion. Another possible method is to 
study the effects using a spring system on each 
deck joint to alter its stiffness therefore allowing 
the parameters to be changed.  
 
4.3.2   Computational Methods 
Thus we can conclude that at the present time it is 
not possible to accurately predict the dynamic 
hydroelastic motion of a planing vessel. If a 
method for modelling the fabric inflatable 
sponsons is developed, then, when a hydroelastic 
planing model is available the structural domain 
can easily be adapted for the IB1. This could be 
performed using a stiffness matrix similar to 
Wielgosz et al. (2008).  
 
5   HYDROELASTIC PLANING SURFACE 
5.1   Problem Definition 
The planing surface of an IB is normally 
constructed from fabric which has significantly 
less out-of-plane bending stiffness than 
conventional metal or composite hulls. This will 
allow the planing surface to deform considerably 
under different loading conditions, see figure 2. 
The problem is to find the shape of the fabric 
when it is in steady-state planing and the effect of 
this deformation on the planing performance. 
      The aim is to optimise the parameters of the 
fabric hull to find the limitations and the effects of 
flexible planing surfaces. The parameters of a 
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   Lu et al., (2000) used boundary element methods 
(BEM) for the fluid and finite element method 
(FEM) for the structure. The non-linear free 
surface boundary condition is satisfied and the jet 
is properly treated. Good agreement was found 
with the results of Zhao and Faltinsen (1993).  
   Bereznitski (2001) published an important paper 
on the role of hydroelasticity in the 2D slamming 
problem and uses four methods for solving the 
problem. The first is a Wagner's solution where the 
body is rigid and this can be compared to the work 
of Faltinsen (1997) where the body is elastic. 
Bereznitski also used a self developed code plus 
two commercial codes called MSC Dytran and LS-
DYNA. Bereznitski commented that the most 
suitable methods were either MSC Dytran or LS-
DYNA because they can both deal with the 
coupled hydroelastic interaction and include 
modelling of air cushions. It is worth noting MSC 
Dytran and LS-DYNA are quite similar and the 
equations for the state of water and air are the 
same, see Bereznitski (2001). LS-DYNA has been 
used to study this problem by Bereznitski (2001), 
Le Sourne et al. (2003), Stenius (2006) and 
Stenius et al. (2007). Stenius et al. (2007) used 
finite element analysis based on multi-material 
arbitrary Lagrangian-Eulerian formulation and a 
penalty contact algorithm and the hydrodynamic 
loads correlated well with experimental results. 
 
6.4   Methods of Investigation 
6.4.1   Experimental Methods 
This problem could be investigated using 
experimental scale drop tests, however, the scaling 
laws need to be carefully considered. The scaling 
of internal pressure will involve the use of a 
bellow and spring combination, see Stevens 
(1981). Scaling fabric material properties will 
involve altering the Poisson's ratio and the 
Young's modulus. The scaling of jet and spray 
formation is not clear because of the effect of 
surface tension influencing the jet break down into 
spray droplets. This involves changing the Webber 
number of the fluid, see Savitsky et al. 2010. 
Another scaling issue is the air cushion and the 
Euler number needs to be the same for model and 
full scale tests, see Faltinsen et al. (2004). 
      The scaling laws show that it would be 
advantageous to perform this experiment at full 
scale. However, scale models could have the 
advantage that a smaller test model could be 
forced into the water at a constant velocity and 
kept vertical.  
   This project intends to use full scale drop test to 
study this problem. Full scale models can be 
constructed which will allow the various 
parameters (material properties, pre-tensioned 
stresses and internal pressure) and variables 
(deadrise and impact velocity) to be altered. The 
accelerations could be measured using a number of 
devices including; accelerometers, laser or optical 
devices, sonic transducers and inertia 
measurement units (IMU). The measurement 
device will require a sampling frequency of at 
least 500 Hz, see Faltinsen et al. (1997). The shape 
of the elastic component also needs to be 
measured and this presents a few issues. It would 
be undesirable to use a contact measurement 
device as this will affect the response of the elastic 
component. Therefore laser or optical devices 
would be ideal.  
   
6.4.2   Computational Methods 
The first computational method that could be used 
to model this problem is using membrane theory 
coupled with Wagner theory in a similar manner to 
Kvalsvold and Faltinsen (1995); Korobkin et al. 
(2006). BEM and FEM could be coupled to solve 
this problem such as Lu et al. (2000) and ANSYS. 
The best method would probably involve using 
LS-DYNA to explicitly couple the problem. LS-
DYNA has been used and validated in the past 
plus most of the considerations can be included. 
 
7   WAVE WASH AND SPRAY GENERATION 
7.1   Problem Definition 
As a vessel increases in speed, beyond the hump 
speed, the main resistance component changes 
from wave resistance to spray resistance, see 
Payne (1988). The mechanisms for wave and 
spray generation are understood for planing 
vessels with hard chines, see Savitsky and 
Morabito (2010). However, the IB1 and most IBs 
do not have chines and the mechanisms for 
generation are not well understood. Therefore the 
problem is to study the wave and spray generation 
around a vessel with interacting sponsons with 
speeds from zero to planing and above.  
   This work aims to minimise the wave and spray 
generation of a craft with interacting sponsons. 
This has the potential to improve top speed and 
acceleration of the craft. Plus it has the capability 
to reduce the environmental damage from wave 
wash, however, this may have an adverse effect on 
the boat motion. The problem can be viewed in 2D 
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predicting the noises produced by various types of 
craft.  
 
9   CONCLUSIONS 
This paper initially showed the construction of an 
IB and this indicated the areas of flexibility within 
the design of the IB1. These areas of flexibility 
show where hydroelasticity should be considered 
during the design of IBs. The optimisation of 
hydroelasticity could lead to improvements in boat 
motion (reduced human exposure to vibrations), 
boat forward speed/acceleration and added 
resistance in waves.  
   This  paper  discussed the global hydroelasticity 
within an IB and showed that it may be possible to 
alter current theories to include inflatable tubes 
and deck joints. These theories can then be used to 
optimise the global hydroelasticity.  
   Then the paper considers the complex problem 
of hydroelastic planing surfaces. It appears that at 
the current time computational models are not 
accurate enough to indicate the differences 
between rigid and hydroelastic planing surfaces. 
This paper outlines possible methods for 
experimentally investigating this problem.  
   Hydroelastic  slamming was reviewed in this 
paper showing the different modes of flexibility. 
Each mode could be studied computationally or 
experimentally to find its effect on vertical 
accelerations. One mode will validate whether 
sponsons absorb impact energy during a slamming 
motion and to quantify the effect.  
      Wave and spray generation of a vessel with 
interacting sponsons was explored and this could 
be investigated as part of the hydroelastic 
slamming experiments. Finally the air borne noise 
regulations and standards that apply to crafts of 
this size and type are discussed. Also the novel 
area of water borne noise is discussed.  
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